How do potential recruits decide to enlist in the military? What information do they seek on which to base career decisions? The Internet increasingly provides a medium for advertising and communication with recruiters and other potential recruits. We explored the influence of online communication on enlistment decision-making. Analysis of recent Army new recruit surveys showed that a sizeable proportion of recruits have encountered Army advertising or sought recruiting information online. We also examined online discussion forums -in which soldiers and prospective soldiers ask questions, trade insights, and vent frustrations -for postings indicating information seeking for enlistment decision-making. Potential recruits were most interested in recruiting processes and what to expect from a military lifestyle, seeking opinions and details on job functions, duty stations, and benefits. These findings suggest that potential recruits may seek information online when unable or unwilling to find it from military websites or talking to recruiters.
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INTRODUCTION
Where do job seekers look for information to make career decisions? What career information do they find valuable? The growth of the Internet has dramatically increased the amount of information potentially available to job seekers, particularly those interested in joining the military. This greater availability of information may result in more knowledgeable recruits for employers, and may also benefit potential employees by helping them make better-informed decisions about their career. The uniqueness of the armed forces may mean that people require a particularly great deal of information when considering a career in the military. Increasingly, they may be turning to the Internet to find this information. The existing literature on military recruitment and enlistment decision-making, however, contains little to explain how potential recruits gather and use military career information in general, and even less about online media in particular. This paper thus seeks to uncover the types of information potential recruits consider important in their decision-making.
The Internet's Influence on Job Information Seeking
For generations, job seekers relied heavily on classified print advertisements, employment agencies, and networks of personal relationships for information about job opportunities. While traditional employment resources retain varying degrees of importance, much of the process of seeking employment or employees has moved to online channels. This is made possible, first, by reductions in employers' job-advertising costs that have perhaps improved the quality of career information flows in either direction. Most companies have websites, and it costs them comparatively little to post job announcements directly to their own sites. Similarly, it costs little or nothing for interested job seekers to submit resumes and applications on those sites. The result is an increased ability for employers and job seekers alike to target their efforts.
The Internet may also help job seekers decide where to apply, facilitating the process of anticipatory socialization into a new career or position. Career websites such as Craigslist, Careerbuilder, and Monster.com fill many roles formerly played by newspapers and employment agencies, and career-oriented social networking sites and discussion forums supplement personal relationships by permitting job seekers to obtain information about employment conditions within specific industries and even individual firms. Processes of socialization and information acquisition may take place on these discussion or social networking sites, perhaps to a greater extent than is possible from other sources. In contrast, a recent survey of Fortune 100
companies' websites concluded that lack of available candid information encouraged "favorable, rather than accurate beliefs" about a company, 1 which could lead to poorer anticipatory socialization. This may lead job seekers to place greater importance on sites such as unofficial forum-type sites, rather than official corporate websites.
The combination of large, career-oriented sites along with companies' own websites has dramatically increased the amount of information available to job seekers. Yet online career information is only valuable to the extent that it is widely accessible. Another factor spurring the online shift of the employment-seeking process is rapid growth in the availability of high-speed home Internet. 2 As a result, use of the Internet to search for job information has surged. A 2002
Pew Internet Project survey found that 52 million Americans had searched online for job information, an increase of more than 60 percent over the previous two years. 3 Nielsen//NetRatings, an Internet market researcher, reported that 17 million Internet users had logged on to a career website in just the month of April 2003. In sum, the Internet is becoming increasingly popular for job seekers looking for career information, perhaps because it provides greater and more candid information than was previously available. These increased opportunities for communication and information sharing may serve to facilitate potential employees' socialization into a new company or field.
Enlistment Decision-Making Requires Information Seeking
The Internet may be of particular value to military job seekers, given the institutional context of military service. This owes to the uniqueness of the armed forces as both employer and institution, in both Goffman's 4 sense that members' public and private lives are inextricably linked, and Moskos' 5 sense that remunerative policies more strongly reflect a social contract between member and organization than do market forces. While it has been argued that since the end of conscription in the U.S. the armed forces have become increasingly occupational in character, 6 military service nonetheless retains many institutional characteristics (e.g., work and home activities frequently occur in the same places, large portions of wages are paid in-kind, and members are expected to yield high degrees of personal autonomy to the collective life). Thus the "fit" between the organization and its member is critical to individual job performance and satisfaction. The importance of the organization/person fit is further enhanced by the fact that members are contractually obligated to a minimum term of service. Finally, as the portion of Americans with military experience shrinks -that is, as the adult population grows and as mortality rates increase among the once-large cohorts of aging veterans, job seekers are likely to have fewer personal contacts from whom they can obtain firsthand knowledge about service in the armed forces. 7 However, a post-9/11 increase in younger veterans may have offset this trend somewhat, and narrowed the civil-military culture gap. 8 Information seeking for enlistment decision-making is poorly understood. A key missing piece in understanding enlistment decision-making is how people obtain the information with which to choose a career that will best fit their values, preferences, abilities, and motivations.
Although military career information may be highly valuable to job seekers, the way in which people gather information about military employment has yet to be studied in depth. In contrast, a large existing literature debates, with competing theories, the factors that can sway enlistment decisions. Researchers have linked trends in enlistments, for example, to the business cycle and to the relative attractiveness of military pay, 9 and have developed typologies of enlistment motivations that include not only extrinsic rewards such as pay and benefits, but also intrinsic rewards, such as citizenship and altruistic factors, and personal growth. 10 Pay or working conditions, for instance, are insufficient explanations, as belied by findings that African-American military recruits have characteristics that put them "on par" with their college-attending peers 11 and who arguably have relatively strong labor market potential.
Much of the current literature on joining the military focuses on similar debates of the relative influence of economic vs. non-economic or normative factors. In doing so, this research collectively assumes that individuals engage in the same self-interested decision-making processes that occur in the civilian marketplace. 12 analyzed to determine the types of information sought by forum users. One of these was an official website of a U.S. military service, the other a non-official, privately-run domain.
Because this research is primarily exploratory, the method of online forum analysis is designed to categorize questions posted by users (potential recruits as well as individuals simply interested in the military). The relative frequency of questions in each of these categories should provide insight into the qualitative factors that influence the decision to join the military. The results from both of these analyses (survey and forum data) can also inform military services' information dissemination efforts by indicating areas of concerns that are currently underemphasized or incompletely addressed. And although the present focus is on enlistment in the U.S., the lessons learned may also be applicable to military job seekers in foreign contexts, particularly in advanced, industrialized nations that rely primarily on volunteers to fill their military ranks.
METHOD
Quantitative as well as qualitative approaches were employed to explore the influence of online communication on enlistment decision-making.
Army Survey of New Recruits

Data contained in the U.S. Army Recruiting Command's (USAREC) Survey of New Army
Recruits may address the extent to which recruits view the Internet as an important information source. This survey collects information about recruit demographics and marketing/advertising exposure, as well as motivations for joining the Army. It is administered annually to a random stratified sample of individuals who have recently enlisted in the Army or accepted a commission as an officer. 20 The response rate in 2005 was 39.7 percent. To ensure that these respondents' data were demographically representative of new Army recruits, the results were weighted using sex and race/ethnicity information (these weights were provided with the survey).
Previous versions of the survey included questions about recruits' exposure to traditional media (e.g., print, television, radio, etc.) and interpersonal sources of recruiting information (e.g., Information sources important in enlistment decision. Survey respondents were also asked:
"How important was each of the following to your decision to see a recruiter about enlisting in the ARMY?" 21 The respondents were asked to rate each of the following items as "very important,"
"somewhat important," "neither important nor unimportant," "somewhat unimportant," or "very unimportant": Media exposure -particularly, exposure to electronic media -and the relative importance of advertising in military recruiting may vary across demographic groups. 22 For example, younger recruits may use the Internet more than older recruits, 23 and therefore have more exposure to military recruiting websites. More educated or higher-aptitude recruits may also have more electronic media exposure, but may also be less likely to attribute their enlistment decision to the influence of advertising. To explore the effect of recruit characteristics on both advertising exposure and the importance of various decision factors, the survey responses were analyzed using logistic regressions for each variable across race/ethnic categories (white; black; Hispanic;
and other), 24 educational attainment (less than a high school diploma; high school graduate; any college experience), sex, age, and percentile scores on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT), a standardized reading and math aptitude test that is used to determine eligibility to join the military and to qualify for certain military occupations.
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Military Recruitment Forums
One drawback of using survey data to understand the effectiveness of advertising efforts and information sources is that the survey selects on the dependent variable -the responses indicate nothing about, for example, the types of advertising exposure or information sources for individuals who decided not to join the military. We therefore examined online discussion forums -official and unofficial channels through which both prospective recruits ask questions, trade insights, and vent frustrations -which can provide a broader range of opinions about the information that potential recruits consider important. In these forums, people seeking information about a given topic post a message to a new thread, to which others may reply.
Respondents may be acting in an official or unofficial recruiting capacity, or may simply be other users merely sharing their insights and participating in the "community" of the website. We focused on initial posts that initiated new discussion threads, as the primary purpose of this research was to investigate information seeking.
The advantages of analyzing information from these forums are twofold. First, computermediated communication affords anonymity, which may produce more honest or truthful responses than survey, interview, or focus group data. 26 Such forums may be preferred by
Internet users who are entirely comfortable with such user-generated content and suspicious of official websites. Indeed, official career information sources, such as current career choice material and guidance counselors, are often distrusted or perceived as useless. 27 Second, the open-ended content in these forums is well suited to the exploratory nature of this research.
Similar approaches have profitably employed online search behavior to examine job seeking in general. Jansen and colleagues, for example, analyzed job-related web searches and identified a number of popular search terms. 28 To ensure a representative sample, we analyzed threads from two forums: one from an ). 31 Army-related websites for active-duty personnel were chosen to ensure that the population was most similar to that from which respondents in the Survey of New Recruits were drawn. Military.com was chosen as the non-official military forum because it was the highest-ranking result of a Google search using the keywords "military" and "forum."
Each of these two forums is organized with discrete sub-forums separating discussion for specific topics (e.g., "Joining the Military," "Military History"). Topical sub-forums in each website were chosen that focused on military careers, joining the military, and general discussion about the military. These sub-forums were then sampled for message threads indicating that individuals were seeking information on which to base enlistment decisions. coded as belonging to multiple categories, but was only coded once for any given category.
Next, the authors discussed each post one-by-one, reconciling differences where possible. In total, there were 29 types of questions, which were then further grouped into six larger categories (see Table 1 ). The 200 posts were then recoded according to the different categories about which a forum user sought information (shown under "Categories of Forum Questions" in Table 1) 32 . 
RESULTS
Army New Recruits Survey
Recruits' responses to survey items about 1) exposure to online advertising and 2)
importance of various career information sources provide insight into the extent to which online information was influential in enlistment decision-making. First, a sizeable proportion of the respondents had been exposed to Army advertising on the Internet. Recruits were also asked to rank the information sources they used in their enlistment decision-making. Table 3 shows the relative importance of various sources in the decision to see an Army recruiter, a key step in the enlistment process. Personal contact with a recruiter ranked highest, while the official Army website, GoArmy.com, ranked second highest. Other Internet advertising ranked as the fourth most important in recruits' enlistment decision-making. Although the rankings of information sources were of primary interest, we also examined the demographic variation in the rated importance of Internet sources. Data on respondent demographics and other characteristics (appended to the survey responses) were modeled as predictors of the information source rankings. Table 4 provides regression outcomes (expressed as odds-ratios) for four models: two binary logit models predicting exposure to Internet advertising and recruiting websites, and two ordered logit models predicting the importance of Internet advertising and GoArmy website to the decision to see a recruiter. Unsurprisingly, recruits who spent more time online were more likely to report exposure to Internet advertising and military websites, and more likely to rate these sources of information as important to their enlistment decisions than were recruits who spent less time online. However, the relationship between online time and exposure to military information was not necessarily linear. Recruits who spent 15-21 hours online were the most likely to view military information and generally rated the importance of such information highly. Yet they were statistically no more or less likely to place a high importance on the GoArmy website than were recruits who spent between 7 and 14 hours online, or more than 21 hours online.
These results indicate some potentially important demographic differences in recruits' exposure to and perceptions of Internet information sources, even when controlling for time spent online. First, recruits with a bachelor's degree or at least some college were more likely than were less-educated recruits to have been exposed to military advertising. For example, 55 percent of recruits with a bachelor's degree reported seeing Internet advertising, compared to 45 percent of recruits with a high-school diploma or less (results for recruits with some college were statistically similar to those with college degrees).
However, more highly-educated recruits attributed no more importance to Internet advertising in their enlistment decision than did recruits with a high-school diploma. Of all educational groups, recruits with less than a high-school diploma placed the least importance on the GoArmy website. On average, only 33 percent reported that the GoArmy site was "important" or "very important," compared to 42 percent of recruits with at least a high school diploma.
Recruits with higher AFQT scores placed less importance on military advertising and the GoArmy website in their enlistment decision. This finding held even when education level was excluded from the model, and was generally observed for all sources of information, including friends. Nonetheless, the difference was small -for example, 32 percent of recruits in the 90 th AFQT percentile would be expected to cite Internet advertising as "important" or "very important," compared to 35 percent of recruits at the 50 th AFQT percentile.
Older recruits were less likely to have been exposed to military Internet advertising and websites. There were, however, no differences in exposure to Internet advertising or recruiting websites by race or sex, and sex was not a factor in the importance of Internet advertising or the GoArmy website.
Although there were no race or sex differences in exposure to online information, Internet advertising appeared to be important for Hispanic recruits. "Other race" recruits were more likely to attribute higher importance to the GoArmy website than were whites, blacks, or Hispanics. For example, on average, 51 percent of "other race" recruits cited the GoArmy website as "important"
or "very important," compared to only 42 percent of white, black, and Hispanic recruits combined.
Military Recruitment Forums
Content from the sampled forum posts was analyzed to establish categories of questions being asked in military recruitment forums. These categories were expected to provide insight into the important factors when deciding whether to enlist in the Army. Recruiting questions were placed into a given category only when both coders marked a question as belonging to a particular type. These recruiting questions were further grouped to serve as the main measure in determining the type of information that was sought. Table 5 describes these six categories, and lists the number of recruiting questions within each category as well as the proportion of total recruiting posts. Forty-nine of the 200 sampled posts were unrelated to recruiting issues.
Frequencies of recruiting questions in each category were therefore calculated using the remaining recruiting posts (n = 151). Other recruiting concerns and non-recruiting posts. Other recruiting considerations included questions about patriotism/duty, and how to deal with parents or other family members.
Finally, non-recruiting posts offered messages of support for troops as well as various political statements.
DISCUSSION
People interested in joining the military may derive particular advantages from the expansion of the Internet as a career information resource. This study explored 1) the importance of online information sources in enlistment decision-making, and 2) the types of online information that are sought. First, results from an Army survey of new recruits showed that a large proportion of new recruits saw or heard military advertising through the Internet, although not nearly as many that saw or heard military advertising through more traditional channels.
Exposure to Internet advertising was stratified by education level, age, and AFQT score. In general, recruits reported that information from the Army's official recruiting website, GoArmy.com, was as important to their decision to contact a recruiter as encouragement from friends who had already enlisted, and almost as important as recruiter-initiated outreach efforts.
Second, analysis of posts in recruiting forums revealed a wide range of requests for information.
Military forum users were most concerned about the processes of joining the military itself (e.g., necessary steps, incentives available for specific jobs). Questions about the military lifestyle (e.g., what it would be like to work in a specific job or to be stationed overseas) were also prevalent.
Several themes emerge from these findings. First, the Internet is a relatively important source of information for people who were successfully recruited into the Army. More broadly, these findings support growing evidence that job seekers benefit from using the Internet as a career information resource. 34 In particular, websites that offer interaction and communication -such as discussion forums -may allow for greater anticipatory socialization than larger, official, "corporate" websites currently provide. For example, a recent examination of corporate websites 35 concluded that these sites did not allow prospective employees to get a realistic sense of day-to-day life within the organization. In combination with its other outreach efforts, the Army may be doing a better than average job of this -GoArmy.com allows visitors to chat live with recruiters and also hosts the discussion forums analyzed in the second part of this study. Other employers may also benefit from offering similar opportunities for interaction on their sites.
Demographic differences in the survey results may also suggest the continued importance of the Internet in reaching a broader audience. Although it is not surprising that people who spend more time online rate online information sources as more important (even when controlling for sex, race, age, and test scores), this result validates a growing shift towards making more information available online. The importance of online information should only increase in the future, as Internet access expands in schools, homes, and on mobile devices.
Furthermore, today's adolescents -who tend to spend more time online and to socialize over the Internet 36 -will soon become tomorrow's job seekers.
In some instances, demographic differences appeared among the results that cannot be explained simply by the different amounts of time spent online. For instance, recruits with greater education or higher AFQT scores were more likely to be exposed to military advertising online.
Recruits with greater education or aptitude are considered more desirable, as they exhibit better job performance and are more likely to complete their first term of service. 37 Yet these recruits seemed not to attribute more importance to this information, which may represent missed recruiting opportunities for targeting this desirable group. The most-requested information categories of recruiting questions from the forum analysis (e.g., recruiting processes, military lifestyle) suggest topics that may deserve more prominence in outreach to these recruits. Finally, when compared with either black or white recruits, Hispanic recruits and those who self-identified as "other race" attributed greater importance to online military advertising and the GoArmy site in particular, respectively. Cross-cultural military research suggests that social and cultural contexts indeed influence such perceptions of value. 38 It is reasonable to believe that, if people in different social or ethnic groups value different aspects of their careers, they also value and seek out different categories of information when making career decisions.
Another significant finding that emerges from this analysis is that individuals, including The relative frequencies of recruiting questions in these information categories can also inform the armed forces about where recruitment information efforts fall short of what applicants feel they need to make an informed decision. This may be because either this information addressed inadequately or is not addressed at all. Analysis of the recruiting forums suggests that potential military recruits are unable or unwilling to find the information necessary to make their enlistment decisions simply from military websites or talking to recruiters. In fact, some forum participants explicitly stated that they were seeking confirmation or verification of information they had received from recruiters. The fact that job seekers may be apprehensive about "official" career information is relevant not only for understanding military recruiting, but also for understanding job-seeking in general. Adolescents cite lack of information or even trustworthy sources as barriers to information seeking about career decision-making. 39 For example, students may be uncomfortable or have difficulty with navigating career guidance centers or libraries. Consequently, people who are more familiar and comfortable with searching for specific information on the Internet may be turning to online forums, as indicated by the present results.
Finally, this research represents a novel methodological contribution to military recruitment research. Existing studies on enlistment propensities and motivations rely in large part on self-report as the basis of their decision-making models. 40 By contrast, use of the Internet, an increasingly rich and nearly ubiquitous communication medium, constitutes a behavioral, naturalistic approach. Analyzing actual requests for military career information provides a direct look at the issues people find important when making enlistment decisions.
Similar investigations of online behavior in other contexts are ongoing. The New York Times, for example, reported on the growing use of data collected from Facebook, one of the most popular social networking sites on the Internet, to explore topics ranging from social isolation to the formation of romantic relationships. 41 Such online research into information-seeking behavior may help to validate existing models of enlistment decision-making by confirming the types of information, including values and motivations, that potential recruits consider important.
Study Limitations
This study has provided an initial, exploratory step towards understanding information seeking processes for military careers. The novel use of online forum data, however, may involve several potential limitations, particularly of generalizability.
Anonymous online forum responses. The anonymity inherent to online forums may cause issues with veracity. Some individuals may have privacy concerns -for example, that their comments will be traceable, 42 or fear silent disapproval from the online majority. 43 These individuals may be reticent to freely discuss sensitive topics. Conversely, anonymity may lead to loss of personal responsibility, 44 resulting in more critical or even untruthful responses and potentially altering the direction of discussion. 45 Either of these factors would muddy the waters of determining what people actually want to know. A larger problem is that the anonymous nature of online interactions makes it impossible to discern demographic attributes, personal values, or even identity. Forum respondents may be potential recruits seeking information, military family members, or current military personnel offering information. Thus such data cannot be used to establish any relationships between population segments and their occupational preferences or values.
It is nevertheless possible to identify important information for enlistment decision-making from online forums, which provides a useful anecdotal counterpoint to more typical survey research. Furthermore, the similarity between these findings, which emphasize interest in career advancement opportunities, and previous research supporting economic motivations for enlistment decisions, suggests that online forums can clarify the significant factors in desired information about careers and life in the military. The simple fact that such topics are discussed indicates that they are issues of concern among members of the military community.
"Snapshot" of recruiting concerns. The forum posts were sampled at a single point in time (early 2007). It is possible that the concerns of potential recruits may have changed over time, or that they are unique to a time when the U.S. was engaged in simultaneous, extended conflicts, and when the civilian employment outlook was relatively strong. These results should thus be generalized to different geopolitical or economic contexts with caution.
Recruiting questions do not necessarily reflect motivations or values.
It may appear that these categories of recruiting questions constitute a typology of recruit values or motivations, 46 and further, that the relative frequency with which questions are posted is suggestive of the relative importance of recruits' values or motivations. However, these categories may just as easily reflect the relative availability of information, or that asking questions about "stigmatized" personal qualifications (e.g., drug use) is more easily done online. To create a typology of recruit values from the present findings, it might be necessary to control for either perceived stigma or relative availability of the specific information, neither of which was available from the forum data.
It is, however, valuable in itself to learn that certain types of important information are insufficiently available.
Future Research Directions
To achieve a greater understanding of information seeking for enlistment decision-making, it will be necessary to draw a connection between information seeking and actual enlistment behavior. Differences between additional subgroups may also appear. The present study used the Army's Survey of New Recruits, which was comprised of active component Army soldiers. Even
